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Will The Real Jean ^iaget Please Stand Up: 
An Epistemological Critique of Three Piaget-Based 
Early Childhooid Curricula 

\ - 



, i Introductipn \ 

\ 



During the past few years, the name ^aget has become the "Good House- 
keeping Seal of Approval" for a number of preschool curricula and innovations in 



classro^om organization (Lavatelli, ,1970; WeikArt,^ et, at,, 1971; Furth and Wachs, 
1974; Kamii and DeVries, 1975). The "American". Piaget has been constructed by 
early childhood educators to provide a psychological rationale that seems to be 
relevant to contemporary educational trends. His work has been dissected, digested, 
and assimilated in this country to fit the traditional mold of American educai:ioh. 
Typically this psychological rationale inclijides the ^ot ion of stages, the usd of 

concrete and manipulative objects, the learner as an active organism, and the 

\ f 
acquisition of specific logical-matheiratical concepts^ 



In any discussion of Piaget .and the field of education, it is essential 
to realize that Piaget is an epistemologist and as such Is prlinarily concerned 
with the nature and acquisition of knowledge. As an episfer^ologist , Piaget has 



directed his research toward an elucidation of two basic questions: What is the 
I nature of knowledge /^nH^ow does Man come to know? In a pif^.vious paper (Kaufman 
I and Kpnicek, 1974), it was argued that the Piagetian theory, concerning the nature 

I of knowledge and how Man acquires knowledge has little kpplica{:^ility to contempor- 

ary education. It was suggested that the empiricist tradition df schooling was 
mutually exclusive to the constructivist epistemology formulated by Piaget*" 

To design jarly childhood programs withiiv Piagit ' s psychological perspective, 
limits the revolutionary nature of the theory and can/ only result in gross mislnter- 

■ 00003 



pretatlons and misapplications. Piaget's psychological per^'spective provides unique 
insight into the developmental nature of cognitive Junctioning, however if the 
Piagetian rationale is to have any direct bearing on curriculuni reform in early 
education, it must be through an epistemological framework. In reference to this 
' orientation, Furth (1969) has indicated that . . revolutionary changes in the 
whole field of education and human relations seem to be a direct consequence of 
a deeper understanding of Piaget's theory ♦ Who dares to guess how our primary 
education would change if teachers really took seriously Piaget's proposition that 
knowledge is an operation that constructs its objects?" (pp. 7^ 

It is essential that early childhood educators make the distinction be- 
tween the actual contributions of Piaget in regard to specific ep^istemologUcaT 
questions and how these contributions have been reinterpreted to provide a basis 
for what appears to be relevant in the area of early childhood curriculum reform. 
To this end, the following study will critiqufe three Piaget-based programs to 
ascertain the degree they reflect the epistemological foundations of Piaget. The 
critique will focus on the dual aspects of interpretation and application. The 
programs analyzed are: (1) David Weikart*s Cognitively Oriented Curriculum, 

(2) Celia S. Lavatelli's Early CJiildhood Curriculum: A Piaget Approach, and 

(3) Constance Kamii and Rheta DeVries* Piaget for Early Education. 



Piaget "s Epistemology 



\ 



1. Subject - object relationship: ^ 

Central to Piaget 's theory of knowledge is the relationship between the 
subject and the object, or the organism and the environment. Deeply rooted in a 
biological perspective, Piaget 's theory is "essentially a theory of adaptation of 
thoughts to reality, even if this adaptation at last reveals, as does every adapta- 
tion, the existence^ of an inextricable interaction between subjects and objects." 
(1968, pp- 2/0 Viewing knowledge's a biological adaptation, the epistemology of 

Er|c i - O^0'4 . 
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Piaget rejects any form of subject-object dual-ism. For Tiaget (1970a). "know- 
ledge . . . neither arises from objects nor from the subject, „but from Inter- 
actlona . . between the subject and these objects. ''(pp 704) The theory of know- 
ledge posited by Piaget (1970a) reduces itself to "analyzing how the subject be- 
comes progressively able to know objects adequately, that is, how he becomes 
capable of objectivity. "(pp. 704)^ 

Piaget rejects the dualistic perspective found in empiricism and rationalism. 

•t # . - ' 

The empiricist epistemology (Locke, Berkely, ,Hifme, and the Vienna Circle) views 

knowledge as external to the subject and objectivity is simply the result of per- 

\ 

ceptual data, linguistic labels and motoric associations. Such ari^^epistemological 
perspective produces what Piaget terms a figurative copy of objects. Figurative 

copies of objects are merely imitation of states and are therefore static in 

^ ' / ' ^ ' / \\ 

nature. VJithin the empiricist view, the "function of intelligence i^ systematically 

to file, correct, etc., these various sets of inio^atipn , . ." (Piaget 1970, pp. 703) 

/ ' i 

The rationalist /epistemology (Descartes, Kant, Chomsky, and Freud) posits 



a view of knowledge ^at is innate in Man consisting of an unfolding o£, ^structures 
preformed, within the subject. According to* the rationalist perspective "the 
'categories* of ^knowled^e are biologically preformed as the antecedent conditions 
of all experience ..." (plaget 1972, pp. 56) Apriorism allows the organism 
to respondy^o every situation by actualizing its potential structures. The 
rationalist epistemology views knowledge as preformed and becomes manifest in 
the course of maturational development. ^ 

/ The Piagetian epistemologlcal perspective sees the genesis of knowledge , 
neither in objects nor from subjects but from i teractions between the two. In 
order to know^ objects, the subject must act upon them an^d transform them. In 
' eyery action the subject and the objects are joined. A transformation consists 
of actions that displace, connect, combine, take apart and reassemble objects. 

ErJc ' ■ 
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To my^way of thinking, knowing an object does not mean copying 
it — it means acting upon it/. - It means constructing systems 
of^transformations that can be carried out on or with thiis objects 
Knowing reality means constructing systems of 'transformations ^ 
that can be carried out on or with the object.... The trans-, 
fbrmational structures on which knowledge consists are not copies 
of the transformations in reality; they are simply possible 
isomorphic models among which ' experience . can enable us to 
choose. Knowledge, then, is a system of transformations that 
become progressively adequate. (Piaget 1970b, pp. 1^5) 

2. Knowledge as a Construction;, 

During his lifetime, -Piaget -lias primarily been concerned with a single, yet 

global epistemological question: What is the nature of knowledge? As previously 

stated, the Piagetian epistemology does no^t view the genesis of knowledge in 

objects or in subjects, but from an inextricable Interaction between the tV7o. The 

natural consequence of this interaction is an jCTdlviduaPs construction of 

't. C ' ~ * « *^ 

X ' ' \> ' 

, knowledge. The construction of knowledge is a' biological oriented process where 

la subject evolves* his owr> objective sense of reality. Objectivity is not an 

I initial property, but is invented by ,t;he subject. Therefore objectivity is 

highly^ individualistic and relatlylstic; not as the empiricists believe a faithful 

copy of reality. 

* Since objective knowledge is not acquired by perceptual recordings of 
external data but: has its genesis in interactions, Piaget posits twa types, of 
activity in the construction of knowledge: (a) the coordination of actions, and 
(b) the interrelations between objects. The two activities are interdependent 
and it is through action that the relations originate. The structures of action 
are constructed '*and are not given in objects, since they are dependent on action, 

nor in the subject, since the subject must learn how to coordinate his actions. 

/ 

(Piaget 1970a, pp* 704) 

Central to the Piagetian epistemology of constructivism is the notion of 

In this context, knowledge is not obtained from objects 



the action or operation, 
.but from the action itself 
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The living organism itself is not a mere mirror image of the 
^properties of its environment. It evolves a structure which 
is constructed step by step in the course of epigenesis, 
/ and which is not entirely preformed. (Piaget 1970a, pp. 705) 

t * ' 

Unless the subject has acted on objects and internalized his action, he 

has not constructed knowledge. Piaget, as previously indicated, makes a dis- 
tinction between two types of actions. The first of these actions consist 
primarily of sensorimotor activities such as pushing, pulling, or touching- 
These individual actions give rise to what Piaget terms figurative aspects ^of 
knowing. Figurative knowledge is momentary and static. The second type of action 

' is based on interiorized coordinated actions and are termed operations. 

Operations can be coordinated in a number of different ways. They can^e 
joined together in an additive coordination. They can be sequenced in a^^emp >ral 
order to form an ordinal coordination. A coordination can be establislied among ^ 
actions or between one action or another. A final coordination is the establish- ^ 
ment of intersections among actions: The root of all logical thought is to be^^ 
found in the coordination of actions and form the basis of reflective abstraction. 
The genesis of logical thinking is constructed by the subject and are to.be found 

. in the actions of the subject and more specifically in the coordination o^his 

actions. ^ | 

Summarizing the constructionalist notion of knowledge, Piaget j?l970b) 

- states: ^ ^ 

. . . knowledge results from continuous construct-ton, ^B±ncd in 
each act^of understanding, some degree of invention is'inyolved; 
in development, the passage from one stage to the next 1^ 
always characterized by the formation of new structures/which 

\ diaNj[iot exist, before, either in the external world or ^n the 

\ subjlbt^ mind. (pp. 77) 



t 

4 ma 



Types of Knowledge: 

Piaget identifies two types of knowledge: physical knowledge and logico- 



thematical knowledge. Physical knowledge is. abstracted by the subject from 



objects themselves. For example, a child can lift objects in his hand and 
realize they have different weights. He finds this out experientially, and his 
knowledge is extxacted^from the objects. It is the physical experience that allows 
the child to discover weight^*,.._Ehysical knowledge gives rise to figurative 
aspects of thinking, because the subjecT^at^^pta^to represent reality as it 
appears without transforming it. % 

Logico-mathematlcal knowledge is derived from the knowing actl^ity^itseU 
and therefore is constructed by t'he subject. In logicp-'mathematical knowledge, 
the subject reflects on its own coordinating activity to give rise to what Piaget 

terms reflective abstraction. Reflective abstraction is a dialectical process 

\ ' ' ' ' ' 

consisting of an internal feedback mechanism V7here the subject reflects on its 
own coordinating activity in a self-regulatory sense. The reflecting is not an 
introspective process, but an active coordinated system of actions tha't pro- 
gressively enriches the internal structure. Piaget notes (1970a) 

. . . we can speak of logico-mathematical experiments, which / 
extract information from the properties of actions applied 
to objects, and not from the objects themselves. . . (pp. 728) 

In reflective abstraction, the subject abstracts logical relationships 
among objects. For example, if a child lifts objects each of a different weight, 
physical knowledge can be abstracted to allow the child to indicate the heaviest. 
However to have the child place the objects in a serial relationship from the 
heaviest to the lightest requires reflective abstraction, i*e. ordering relation- 
ships are not to be found in the objects themselves but must be constructed by 

< 

the child as a result of his coordinated actions. The serial relationship is a 



\ 

and is constructed by the child; not from 

the physical knowledge of the objects. 



form of logico-mathematical knowledge and is constructed by the child; not from 



\ 

The revolutionary aspect of .Piaget's epistemological notion of logico- 
mathematical knowledge rests in the fact that such knowledge Is not directly 
teachable because it is constructed out of reflective abstraction giving rise to 

^ ' - ' ■ , / 

ERIC . 0 0 00,3 / 



\ 

\ 

object relationships the subject has invented himself. It is extremely 
difficult for those of us schooled in an empiricist tradition, but the Piagetian 
epistemology related to the genisis of logico-mathematical knowledge clearly 
supports the notion that no one taught us how to perform arithmatic operations 
or .even the class inclusion relationship necessary to understand the nature of 
•a state to a state capital. Every logico-mathematical relationship is con- 
structed and every subsequent relationship is a relationship among relationships. 
The process of .forming such relationships is reflective abstraction* Because 
Piaget views the process of reflective abstraction as any biological function, 
all normal children will a,cquire logicprmathematical knowledge without the need 
of .4^dactic teaching. Once acquired, logico-mathematical knowledge becomes part 
of the subject and; therefore cannot be forgotten but only used as additional 
structures^ for future ^^flective abstraction in the formation of new logico- 
mathematical knowledge. 

4j> Representatio^n of Knowledge; 

To obtaia a complete picture of Piaget *s epistemological foundation it ia 
essential to examine how knowledge is represented in the form 'of symbolic 
functioning. For Piaget, the operative aspects by which the subject constructs 
logico-mathematical knowledge and the sjmibolic process hy which the subject re- 
represents actions are functionally different. | ,^ 

1 

To comprehend Piaget 's position on symbolic representation, one must under 
stand..^the dual notions of signif ier and signif icate. A signifier is any object 
or event within a subject-object interaction that provided some knowledge to th^. 
subject about another object or event • A signifier is an object or event that is 
beyond itself. The event or object which the signifier provides information is. 
termed a signif icate* The relationship of signifier to the significate is its 
signif ication, ' ' — - — _ __. ___ 
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Perhaps an example would be helpful in distinguishing^^ignifier and 
signlflcate. A young child^es his father turning on the hot^water in the 
bathroom and says^^^J^ddy^ going to shave The father replies, "No, I am running 
the water^to l^ash my hands/' The hot running water is the signifier. The act 
- oT^hTvirig is the significate. The relationship of the hot running water 
Xsignifier) to^the- father shaving (significate) is the signification. 

Piaget indicates three types of signifier's. The first is termed an index. 
An index representation is a signifier that eis not dif f erentiat^ed. from their 

V ^ 'r^-. 

significate because they are part of them or causally related. For example, a 
child hearing a dog bark is an index representation of a dog (barking ig the 
signifier for the' significate dog). 

j 

The second signifier is termed a symbol. A symbol is differentiated from 
,their significate, but retain a degree 



.presentation is the subject's ability 
.that which the subject knows and yet J/ 



of similarity to them. Symbolic re«- 
o construct a symbol for - ^presenting 



s not present. For exiimple, in symbolic 
play, a child represents an airplane with a pencil. The pencil (signifier) is 
symbolically representing, an aifplaine (significate) . r Symbolic representation 
presupposes the constructive activity of an interiorized coordination of actions 
[^r operational thinking. . ' ^ 

h The third signifier is termed a sign.' A sign is also differentiated from 

their significates but are conventional and often arbitrary. Signs are therefore 
always social. Piagejt restricts'the meaning of the term sign to linguistic or 
other agreed upon representations. For example, the letters C A T is a sign , 
(signifier) for the object, cat- (significant). 

The symbol and sign levels of , ^representation Piaget terms semiotic functions. 
Semiotic functions are the^ ability to represent dbjects or . events which are absent, 
i.e., signifiers differentiated from their significates. Semiotic functions in- 
clude play, images, imitation, and language. Index levels, of representation are 

Er|c . ' 0 0 010 ■ 



figurative in nature, whereas semiotic functions (symbols and signs) are 
operational. 

Perhaps the most central issue rel^ated to Piaget's epistemology in the 
area of representative fupcfioning is that he does not see language as a necessary 
element of operational t^iinking. Language for Piaget is acquired and used like 
any other semiotic function and id only a manifestation of sign behavior. 
Furth (1969) states:- 



\ 



The formation of thinking as conceptual "representation" assuredly 
goes hand and hand in the child with the acquisition of language; 
but one should not see dn conceptual repifesentation a simple - 
causal. result ,of language^ -for both processes are linked to a more 
general process which is the symbolic (semiotic)^ function. In 
fact,, language appears at the .same level of development as i 
symbolic play, deferred imitation, and probably the mental image 
insofar as it is internalizea imitation. The characteristic 
of the symbolic (semiotic) fvlnction in its various aspects is 
the differentiation of signif^ers and signif icates, and the 
capacity to evoke, by means of thes'e differentiated signifiers, 
significates that are not actilally perce^ived. These two 
characteristics oppose verbal ^signs and the symbols used in 
play, gesture,/ or images to sensory-motor indices, or signals 
that are not differentiated fro|ii their significates and 
cannot evoke objects oy events not actuarlly perceived, 
transition between sensory-motor behavior and symbolic 6t re- 
presentational behavior i^ probably tied to the presence of 
imitation. ... It is noteworthy that language is acquired 
in a context of ^itation and \this Imitative factor seems to 
constitute- an es^^ntial support. \lf language' a;cquisitll)n were 
only due .to conditioning it should, take place at a muchj earlier 
age. But if the development of Imitation is itself linked. to 
the development of intelligent behavior, in its t;otality|, it is 
apparent that one can legitimately consider language as playing 
'a central role\iu the formation of thinking only insofar as 
language is one of, the manifestations of symbolic (semiotic) 
function. The development of the symbolic (semiotic) function in 
turn is dominated by intelligence in its total functioning, (pp. 126) 



therefore 
The 



An Epistemological Critique of Three Piaget-Based 
Early Childhood Curricula 

Evans (1975), and Kammi and DeVries (1971) have provided critiques of 

Piaget-based early education programs. As Evans indicatiis, data bout measurable 

outcomes of Piaget-based early childhood curricul^ is sparse. What evidence does 

exist is primarily evaluatory in nature and was conducted by the model builders. 

er|c ^ ' ^ (veoii 
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Conseqqently, the available critiques are mainly conceptual arguments that ^focus 
on the psychological and pedagogical aspects of the program, ^ 

The following 'critique will be an epistemologlcal analysis ot thr|Be Plaget- 
based early childhood education curricula. Each- pXQgi:^, will be critiqued 
according to the following Piagetian epistemological foundations prevl^ously 
discussed: r, 

■' /: 

1, The nature of subject -object relationship 
' 2, The construction of operations 
' 3, The nature of physical aiid logico-mathematical knowledge ^ 
4, The representation of knowledge \ 

The psychological perspect:*.ve of Piaget's theory - stages of development, 



and equilibration - will^not be used as a basis f or ,the critique. It i^ clear 
that the psychological significance of Piaget's theory is a point pf general 
agreement among, ail three curricula. All model builders agree that the ^pre- 
school child is in the stage of pre-operations and exhibits the basic pi:e- 
operational characteristics described by P^aget (1967), . pther points o^ psy- 
^chological agreement focuses on the value of play to cognition^ the need for 
unstructed learning opportunities, ^the notion that telling is not teaching,, the 
critical^ role of mental activity, and the active involvement of the child in 
learning. 

As previously indicated, the real power of Piaget's theory lies not in the 
psychological perspective for which there is general, agreement^, but rather in 
the epistemological i^oundations. An early education ii^rriculum snould be 
internally consistant in its epi-^temology, psychology, and pedagogy. Misinter- 
pretatlons in the epistemological foundations will certainly lead to misappli- 
cations on' the pedagogical level. 



Celi^ S, Lavatelli's Early Childhood Curriculum: A Piaget Approach 

The source for the critique of Lavaatelli^s curriculum will be the companion 
text for the program - Piaget ^s Theory Applied to an Early Childhood Curriculum (1970) 

011012 
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1, The Nature of Subject -Object Relationship t " -..^ 

Within an eplstemologlcal framework, It Is clear that Lavatelll's program 

does not view the child In unity with his environment. Many of the activiti^^s and 

directions provided'* hy the teac^her reflect an empiricist epistemology in which 

the genesis of knowledge is to be found in objects. 

No daily ten minutes period o^f mental .gymnastics is going to work . 
I ' miracles ' in developing intellectual competence, but when the 
I teacher knows how to r einforce (underlining 'for r'aVnasis) the ^ 
'« directed periods throughout the day*. . . sV j the 

' \ likelihood that generalization of -the concep -.vCur and 

/ ' ^ transfer of training will be possible, (pp*. 4/j 

The terms reinforce, generalization and transfer of training ire behav- 
ior 1st in orientation and seem to reflect Thorndike*s Law of Ef feet rather than 
Plaget s notion. o.f subject-object unity. 

The Lavatelll curriculum is a packaged program broken down into three 

components: (1) classification;, (2) number, measurement, and -space, and 

. / ' 

O) seriation. All of the activities related to these components are highly 
structured and does not permit for the transformation of objects. Lavatelll 
labels the learning opporunltles for the curriculum a "training program" and* 
this is exactly what it is - a training program with little opporunity for the- 
children to construct a system of transformations on the objects. Although 
Lavatelll provides a strong argument that training in perceptual skills will not 
lead to loiglcal thinking, practicaliy the entire curriculum is based on figurative 
knowing yith little evidence for 'the child to engage in operational thinking. 



2. The Construction of Operations; 

^\ ^ ^ 
Within the Piagetlan epistemology, unless the child has acted on objects 

and Internalized his actions, he has not constrpcted knowledge. Operations are al- 
ways Internal and ndft an. external function. Aay^xtemal manifestation of an 
operation is a unique and specific act'and does! ftot represent the totality of an 
operation. An operation is ^ .thinking, action (Constructed by^^the child and not 
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subject to ^empirical verif icatior.. 

All of Lavat^tl-iU program is based on empiricist assumptions about the 
acquisition of an operation. The program recommends giving verbal rules, having 
the child give the corre^ answer, strong teacher direction, and providing for 
tea^\ iel .ng behavior (pp. 08-93) . The entire package misinterprets the j> 
heatu o£ Piaget's ep^stemological notion of the construction of an oeratiqn. 

3. The Nature of Physical and Logico-Mathematiical Knowledge; 

1 Although the tayatelli curriculum focuses pn the acquieitioa^of. certain 
mathematical concepts, iihey do not reflect Piaget's epistemological notion of 



logics-mathematical knowledge;. A critical examination of the program will 
Reveal that ,the overriding objective ip one of attempting to teach operations 
such as classification, spacial relationships, or seriation. For example, 
in the Lavatclli program, teachers are instructed that the children learn through 
self-activity and the manipulation of objects (pp. 43). Few would argue with- 
this basic Piagetian psychological principle, however on s^n epistemological 
level it assumes an empiricist v4ew that children absorb logicc-mathematical 
knowledge through their manipulations. It should be recalled that logico- 
mathematical knowledge is derived from the knowing act itself and not from the 
manipulation of objects. What is actually taking place In the Lavateilli 
program is the acquisition of "concepts" and not logico-mathematical knowledge. , 

On pages 93-95, Lavatelli speaks of the all-spme relation found in the 
operation of classification. The training program related to class Inclusion 
"is to have children carry out many activities where they combine subclasses 

to make a class and break a class down into its subclasses." (pp* 94) In such 

. ' ^ 

a class inclusion activity, whether there are more of a subclass or'the class 

Itself cannot be determined by observation or manipulation. The objects exist 

bd£ the relationship of all to some exist in the child ^s mind. The child 

structures the class relationship by reflective abstraction and not from the 

0 0 01 4 



13 

objects. Logico-mathematical knowledge is strtictured by reflective abstraction; 

' • ■ 

not through manipulation. 

Lavatelli emphasizes that the teachers should provide direct feedback 
and the making of models for the children to copy (pp. 88-89). In logico- 



mathematical knowledge,, the teacher should .instead facilitate reflective 
abstraction. If the teacher imposes his authority to provide feedback in a 

> — 

logical relationship, the child has not invented for himself and therefore 
does not encourage reflective abstraction. What the child is learning in 
such a situation is social confoi^ity and prevents what Duckworth (1972) Cems 
the "having of wonderful' ideas." 



/ 



4. The Representation of Knowledge; 

The singularly most important component of the Lavatelli program 
.that is in total opposition to Piaget's epistemological foundation is in . 
the area of language development and the growth of logical intelligence. In 
all of chapter 3 (po. 53-78) , Lavatelli attempts to build a rationale for 
language -training and intellectual competence that is consistant with Piaget's 
view of language development. ' , . 

Lavatelli draws upon the research of Vygotsky, Bellugt, and Bernstein 
to support her position that language development can make children better 
thinkers. A critical examination of Vygotsky' s (1962) position on language 
and thought reveals it is in opposition to Piaget's epistemology . Vygotsky 



staCes: 



' He (the child) has the concept but is not conscious of own ^ 
act of thought. The development ofc a scientific concept, on 
the other hand, usually begins with its verbal definition and 
its use in non-spontaneous operations. • ♦ ♦ (pp» 108) 7 

\ 

' ForPiaget, language is one of number of semiotic functions (Imitation, 
play, or Images). Logical thiiiking occurs in children without language and is 
only represented by various septic functions. The decisive argument against 
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the; position that logico-mathematical structures are derived uniquely from 

/ " ' - - 

linguistic forms is that in the course of intellectual development in any given 

individual, logico-mathematical structures exist before the appearance of. 

language, Logico-mathematical knowledge have their genesis in actions and 

actions can be represented in a number of different ways, of which language is 

only one. It is Piaget's basic contention that logico-mathematical knowledge 

give rise to semiotic functions, and not vice versa, 

Lavatelli-- draws heavily from the research of Bellugi to identify the 

syntactical and semantic^ forms that are necessary to help children? form 

logical thinking patterns, Lavatelli indicates that teachers shoyld ^deliber- 



ately model the cdrrect syntax and encourage the child to use it. What , 
Lavatelli fails to realize is that a child's syntactical structure is ho^t a 
reflection of the child's logical thinking. The logic of action proceeds 
any semiotic function and therefore is not an indication of how a child is 
thinking, 

David Weikart's Cognitively Oriented Curriculum ^ . ' 
..The source for the critique^ of Weikart's program will be the companion 
text The Cognitively Oriented Curriculum by Weikart, et, al. (1971) 

f 

1, The Nature of Subject - Object Relationship ; 

Weikart *s Cognitively Oriented Curriculum is designed, along a three 

sided framework: \ ^ 1 

1, Cognitive content consisting of classification, seriatioh, 
temporal relations, and spacial relations, \ A 

-2, Levels of representation consisting of index, symbol, \/ 
and sign. f 
' 3. Levels of operations consisting of motoric and verbal / 
activities. 



ERLC 



The Cognitively Oriented Curriculum with its eiaphasis on the acquisition 
^of cognitive skills, reflects a basic empiricist position that separates process 
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fro£ content or, subject from object. Throughout the entire program, Weikart 



emphasizes that^ teachers must have certain goals, in mind selected from the four 
content areas, jshe must decide which levels of rjepresentation should be utilized 
. to sequence activities and finally she must choo^se between motoric and verbal 



• levels of operation to implement the cognitive goals. 



I 



This represents a false interpretation of Piaget's epistemology as it 



unity. The Weikart rationale is essentially 



relates to subject-object 

^piricist in nature and emphasizes that which %& external to the child. The 
basic teaching methodology implied in the Cognitively Oriented Curriculum can 
onl^ be characterized by the external manipulation of the child's environment. 



For Piaget, thinking does not exist apart from content • Cognitive content 

• I ■ - / 

(classification, seriation, etc.) are not objects or information. They re- 



present logical structures about what to do with objects. Objects should be 
manipulated, but as a means of transforming reality. Since knowledge is.con-^ 



/ 



structed by transformation, children musf deal with reality Itself. 



2. The Construction of Operations : / 

Throughojut the entire Cognitively Oriented Curriculum no direct reference 
is made to the constructive nature of operations. The only statement Weikart 
makes regarding operation is that they "are representational acts which have 
been organized into a functional whole and are related to other such systems." 
(pp. 4) 

Clearly this is not Piaget 's notion of an operation. An operation 
^ \ / , " 

according to Piaget, (1970b) "is an action that can be internalized; that is, 

V 

it can be carried out in thought as well as executed materially." , (pp. 21) 
Piaget uses the term operation to refer to the thinking act i-tself and it need 
hot be exhibited by external action. /'^ 

When Weikart does use the term operation, it is associated with motoric 
and verbal levels of operations. No where in the Piaget ian literature can the 
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notions of motoric and verbal levels of operations be f ound^. Piaget refers to 
sensory-motor intelligence in which the form of knowledge is tied to the content 



of specific sensory input or motoric action* However sensory-motor intelligence 
refers to external acts while an operation is an internal act. Furth (1969) 
notes that "a sensory-motor scheme is manifest in an external act.!' Cpp* 56) 
The term verbal level of operation is totally alien to the Piagetian epistem- 
ology and therefore unique to the Cognitively Oriented Curriculum^r ^^^^^ 

3. The Nature of Physical and Logico-Mathematicar Knowledge ; 

Similarly to the Lavatelli program, the Cognitively Oriented Curriculum 
uses the acquisition of a few mathematics content areas/, they, do not however 
represent Piaget 's epistemological notion of logico-mathematical knowledge. All 
of the a'^ivities suggested in the activity guide (pp. 89-145) are organized 
around the four content areas. What Weikairt fails to r,ealize is that logico- 

mathematical knowledge is what children use when they think; it ±Q_ the structure 

\ 

of logical, thought. The framework of the Cognitively Oriented Curriculum is 

an empiricist interpretation of logico-mathematical knowledge; not a constructivist 

\ *_ - * 

positiof^. 

4. The Representation of Knowledge ; 

Weikart's basic interpretation of Piaget 's notion of representation is 
essentially correct. The Cognitively Oriented Curriculum clearly delineates the 
three levels of representation, i.e. index, symbol, and sign.^ However the majpr 
flaw in the Cognitively Oriented Curriculum Is that the program as implemented 
places the levels of representation as external to the child. In Piaget 's 
epidtemology, it is the child, based on internal structures, that constructs 
representational symbols (play, images, language) . ^ 

According to Furth (1969) to state, that "the external world is known ' - - 
through symbols" is to "effectively dimolist the basic structure of Pipget's 

.00-018 • 
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operative theory ..." (pp.92) Furth continues: 

Once symbols are endowed with the power to represent so as to 
take^ the- place~af--things~out^lde,~the~tempi:at±Qn_to_t:reat them 
as functional objects is almost irresistible . . . With this 
the ultimate explanation of knowledge is taken way from ' 
^ the constructive and representing activity of the intelligent 
, knower and delegateci to these symbols as so-called mediators or 
objects of knowledge > . . A symbol as a representation needs 
a living person\ who constructs the representation i. . . (pp. '93) 

\ ^ 1 ^ ' ^ ' 

It is only through constructed operational structure is the relation of 

knower and representatioji assured. Symbolic function is indissociable from 

children's cognition and! any product of symbolic functions (play, imitation, ^ 

j . . . \ . . 

language) are supportive but not an element of the operational act itself. 
Symbolic representations are external manifestations of internal acts. 

In addition to the basic misunderstanding of the levels of represerrt^ 
tion, the Cognitively Oriented Curriculum also equates the representational 
levels to the operational, stages,' i.e. index to sensory-motor, symbol to pre - 
operational, and sign to concrete and formal operations. Piaget makes no 
reference tp such an equated relationship. 

Constance Kamii's and Rheta DeVries Piaget for Early Education 
The source for the critiqu^ of the Kamii and DeVr-des^' program will be 
the companion text Piaget for Early Education (1975) . 

1. The Nature or Subject - Object Relationship ^ 
^ ;rt is clear from the basic philpsophicaL orientation stated by Kamii and 
-DeVries t^at their curriculum is directed toward the development of the young 
child. Their "conviction is based on the fact that If children are automonous, 
curious, and alert in Piaget' s stage 1, they will inevitable end up In stage 2, 



and if they continue to be autonomous, curious, and alert in stage 2, they Vrlll 
inevitably end up in stage 3, etc/' (pp. 37) 



\ 
\ 
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"In contrast to the Lavatelli and Weikart programs, Kanrnii and DeVries 
indicate only two loosely defined cognitive objectives: ^ 



!• To come up with interesting ideas, problems, an^ questions. 
2, To put things into relationships and notice similarities and 
differences. 

The choice" of these objectives is directly related to Piaget's epiatemology 
of a subject-object unity. Kammi and DeVries feel that central to Piaget's 
theory is that intelligence develops as a whole and cannot be compartmental- 
ized into objectives of classification, seriation, spacial logic, etc. The 
objectives are directly related to Duckworth^s (1972) notion of "the having of 
wonderful ideas." 

Instead of structuring specific learning activities to achieve cognitive 

objectives, Piaget for Early Education emphasizes daily living to stimulate , 

children to develop. For example, snack time is used as a unique curriculum^ 

/ * 
vehicle for the child to "anticipate, make judgement, and compare his anticipation 



with the outcome." (pp. 46) 



/ 



The Piaget for Early Education program is qrganized by the child because 
they are constantly trying to make sense out of the world. There is a minimal 
amount of adult imposition. Children use the majority of the day in fyee choice 
actixities and are free from a r.egular routine. Kammi and DeVries emphasise the 
important thing in organizing a curriculum is to maximize "each child's independence 
initiative, alertness., cur iousity and/ involvement." (pp. 60) 



2. The Construction of Operations: 



■ s 



^ Kamii and DeVries Indicate that their curriculum is not derived from an 



attemp^ to teach Piagetian protocols nor to move children througjj the various 
developmental stages. Similarly to Piaget, they see knowledge Is being constructed 
an an organized whole. Keeping within Piaget*s biological perspective, the con- 
struction is from a less differentiated whole to a more differentiated organization. 
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Given this perspective, j:hey view their curriculum as providing a rich environment 
"by which individuals can become more intelligent, autonomous, mentally healthy,' 
and moral." ' (pp. 39) 

The curriculum reflects a deep concern for the horizontal deveflopment 
as a precursor to any verticle movement. Central to the curriculum is the 
Piagetian assumption that operations are constructed out of "wrong" answers. 
Since their goal is not to accelerate stage progression, "but to the extent to 
which past construction (even if "wrong") enable the child to construct knowledge 
in the future at ages ten, fifteen, and beyond." (pp. 74) A statement by 
Piaget (1970a) reflects the basic rationale for the Kamii-DeVries program as 

it relates to an attempt to teach op.erations too early! . 

t 

. . . each time one prematurely teaches, a child something he 
could have discovered for himself, that child is kept from 
inventing it and consequently from understanding it 
• completely. ^ (pp.715) 

4. The Nature of Physical and. Logico-Mathematical Knowledge; 

The Kamii and DeVries curriculum is organized to facilitate physical 
and logico-mathematical knowledge. "In physical knowledge, the teacher 
encourages the child to find the answer directly f pom objects. In logico- 
mathematical knowledge, the teacher refrains from telling the right answer or 
reinforcing it, and, instead, encourages reflecting abstraction." (Kamii 
and DeVries, 1975, pp. 67) ' 

Because Kamii and DeVries see physical and loglco-mathematical knowledge 
as actions rather than something to be acquired from outside the child, the 
curriculum is consistent with the basic epistemology of Piaget. It is clear 
from the activities in the curriculum that it is the child that constructs the 
coordinated relationships. Instead of just manipulating objects, the activities 
are designed to permit the child to engage in reflective abstraction. The feel 
"because there is nothing arbitrary in logico-mathematical knowledge, if the 



/ 
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child constructs it at all, he. will construct it toward more and more coherence." 
(pp. 16) Teachers in the Kamii and DeVries curriculum are instrijcted to refrain 
-from" giving- direct -faedback -but^to—encourage-reflective abstraction, TJie 
importance of reflective abstraction is indicated by the cognitive objectives 
^ of the program - to come up with interesting ideas, problems, and questions, 

and to put things into relationships and notice similarities and differences. 

4. The Representation of Knowledge: 

The Kami! and DeVries curriculum has a firm grasp of Piaget's notion of 

representation. - ^ 

For purposes of teaching, it is importcnt^to--recognize that it 
is not the index, symbol, or sign itself which represents an 

object. Representing is what the person does by giving meaning / 
. to indexes, symbols, and signs. Words, for example, .-are: onLy / 

' , as meaningful as the knowledge of the individual who uses 

them. Thus, teaching of representatioii does not consist of . / 

presenting a list of words to learn, but rather, it focuses on / 
developing the ability to represent knowledge already con- 
' /'^structed on the practical level, (pp. 49) 

In contrast to the Weikart program, the various levels of represent- 
ation are things that children do rather than what is presented to them as 
representation. The activities in the curriculum are coded for sjmibol and 
sign but only as an indication of ::he child's action; not developmental bench- 
marks. Although Piaget's notion of symbolic representation is central to his 

I 

epistemolgoy, in a pedagogical context it should be used as a means of deter- 
minitig how a child is representing knowledge and not as an externally imposed 

r 

^ modality of development. ' / * 

Y , - 

Conclusions , ' / 

An epistemological critique of the three. Piaget-based early childhoo/d 
programs leaves one with the impression that transforming a constructionalist 
epistemology for a society founded on empiricist tradition is indeed difficult. 
Although the analysis has, been critical of the Lavatelll and Weikart curricula, 
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they most likely provide meaningful' experiences for the young child. However 
to label the programs as Piaget-based is somewhat dubious. 

The many changes bein g made in the nam e of Piagetian philosophy in hope 
of changing the educational system are totally inadequate. The programs are 
cpnpendable as far as they have been able to go, but they are working toward the 
attainment of an almost hopeless goal. These attempts can be, at the same time, 
dangerous if those who adopt them assume that their use is the major step in 
.changin the educational system and bringing about the constructionalists' 
view of the education of children. The organization ofthe School is such that 
any attempt to change; one part of the mechanism triggers a self-styled homeostatic 
reaction resulting in the formation of institutional scar tissue and negating 
the intended change. What we really need is a change in our view of children and 
teachers across the board. It will take a revolution of mind to bring such a 
change; not curriculum innovation or reform. ' 
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